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By his mid-forties, Darwin had
established his scientific
reputation, was married with a
young family and had built on the
solid connections that came with
his and his wife’s well-known
middle class families. ‘He was
one of the kindest and truest men
that it was ever my good fortune
to know,’ said his influential
scientific colleague, Thomas
Huxley. With no need to seek
employment, Darwin took his
family from London 25 miles out
into the country where he could
pursue his last and over-riding
goal – gathering evidence for his
theory of natural selection. He
knew it would be extremely
difficult but essential if people
were to be convinced by his
ideas.
Darwin moved to Down House
in Downe in Kent (Darwin would
have no truck with the post
office’s decision to add the extra
‘e’). There he was comfortably
settled with his wife Emma, and
their children and, in spite of
many bouts of bad health, ‘my life
goes on like clock-work and I am
fixed on the spot where I shall
end it’, he wrote.
But one morning in 1858 – the
point where Janet Browne’s new
volume of biography takes up the
tale from its 1995 predecessor,
Voyaging, Darwin got infinitely
more than he expected in a
package from the East Indies. He
opened an envelope to find a
statement of his theory.
The naturalist Alfred Russel
Wallace had hit on the idea of
natural selection for himself.
Darwin was stunned. ‘I never saw
a more striking coincidence,’ he
moaned.
Natural selection had occurred
to a couple of others before
Darwin and Wallace, but its
significance had passed them by.
Darwin’s greatness lay in the
mass of evidence and argument
he had already built around the
idea which he wished to expand.
Wallace could never have
achieved such a synthesis, as
Wallace himself was the first to
insist.
While Darwin could see no
other honorable course but to
forward Wallace’s paper for
publication, his friends had other
ideas. They implored Darwin to
produce a summary of his views
that could be published alongside
Wallace’s paper. He was finally
persuaded and the two papers
were presented to the Linnean
Society. As was customary, the
papers appeared in alphabetical
order by author, so Darwin’s
came first. Darwin’s friends had
got what they wanted in a way
that appeared honorable.
Darwin was, however, still
worried about how Wallace might
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Darwin’s rock: The gardens at Down House in Kent provided Darwin with both a safe refuge from the outside world and an extraor-
dinary opportunity for natural history experiments.(Photograph: English Nature.)
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react to what had happened but
was relieved by the generosity of
his response and admiration that
Darwin was so well advanced
along a similar path. Darwin was
effusive in his praise for Wallace’s
work in his reply.
In the years that followed no
two authors thrown together in
such a fashion tried harder than
Darwin and Wallace to treat each
other fairly. Each regarded the
other with respect, admiration
and generosity. For Darwin, as
Browne observes, it was a matter
of his honour as a gentleman,
while Wallace was overwhelmed
by the deference expected of his
status as a self-taught naturalist
who had to sell his specimens to
make a living.
The relationship between the
‘two independent workers caught
in a thunderclap’ is one instance
of the pervasive warmth that
makes Darwin’s life such a
pleasure to contemplate. His was
a passionate inquiry into nature
that took place in the garden of
Down House and at the heart of
his family. His attention was
gripped by orchids, and insect-
eating sundew plants, and
eventually worms. With this tie to
place, Darwin was able to wrest
so much natural history from the
ground under his feet, that
Browne flags up in this book. 
Wallace’s paper galvanised
Darwin into action and following
months of intensive writing the
first edition of the Origin of
Species appeared the following
year. Browne points out the other
sense of place in which Darwin
was familiar and comfortable —
amongst his influential friends in
society. His list of recipients of
his  copies of the book was
shrewdly calculated to gain him
maximum exposure and
influence. Those who had merely
been extremely helpful in
providing data for Darwin were all
but ignored. (He made up for this
with copies of later editions,
Browne notes.) 
But what makes Browne’s book
particularly valuable is her
highlighting of the intellectual
challenges Darwin’s work
presented. ‘His story at root was
that about the making and
validating of new scientific
knowledge.’ she writes. ‘He was
inviting people to believe in a
world run by irregular,
unpredictable contingencies, as
well as asking them to accept his
solution for the simple reason that
it seemed to work.’
Unsurprisingly, some scientists
were sceptical. Word got round
that the astronomer John
Herschel called natural selection
the law of higgledy piggledy.
Even some of his strongest
supporters hoped for more. Asa
Gray, the Harvard botanist who
was to be Darwin’s first champion
in the US wrote back to Darwin
encouragingly but with the
question: ‘Can you get at the law
of variation?’
Darwin could not, but
continued to present the best
evidence he could to support his
views. It certainly helped that
Darwin was a down-to-earth
theorist. He offered the public
facts arranged like a novel. His
style was unassuming but
determined, in his own anxious
way.
Evidence was crucial for Darwin
and any means justified getting it.
Thus Down House sometimes
descended almost into chaos as
Darwin filled it with plants and
specimens, rabbit carcasses
boiling in an outhouse and
displays of bones laid out on the
billiard table. His beloved pigeons
had become sources of skin and
dismembered skeletons. ‘His pets
had become data ready to be
turned into ammunition,’ Browne
notes dryly. ‘How odd it is that
anyone should not see that all
observation must be for or
against some view if it is to be of
any service’, Darwin wrote.
And his approach won other
admirers. The philosopher John
Stuart Mill wrote that ‘though he
cannot be said to have proved the
truth of his doctrine, he does
seem to have proved that it may
be true, which I take as great a
triumph as knowledge and
ingenuity could possibly achieve
on such a question.’
But Darwin continued to worry.
He wrote to Gray: ‘Let me add I
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Unflinching: Darwin remained convinced about natural selection, the importance of
sex  and the lack of a role for God. (Picture: Science Photo Library.)
fully admit that there are very
many difficulties not satisfactorily
explained by my theory of
descent with modification, but I
cannot possibly believe that a
false theory would explain so
many classes of facts as I think it
certainly does explain. On these
grounds I drop my anchor, and
believe the difficulties will slowly
disappear.’
One of the virtues of Janet
Browne’s outstanding biography,
is the unassuming manner that
respects and conveys the spirit of
the subject so well. Underlying
this is a foundation of facts,
perfectly Darwin-like in character,
as steady and solid as Down
House. But her sympathy does
not obstruct her vision: she notes
his assumption that he should get
more from his correspondents
than he gave back, and, more
sharply, his failure to attend
colleagues’ funerals.
In the face of criticism of
natural selection for which
scientific answers were not yet
available, he gave increasing
weight in successive editions of
the Origin of Species to other
possible means of evolutionary
change. It fell to Wallace to keep
natural selection at the forefront,
despite his equally ardent
commitment to spiritualism which
dismayed Darwin.
In other circumstances Darwin
worked his way around God.
Emma Darwin wrote her husband
a letter urging him to find comfort
in the Lord. Darwin could not but
in the margin wrote ‘God bless
you.’ His concept of natural
selection tested the beliefs of
some of his strongest supporters.
The geologist Charles Lyell was
genuinely worried by the spiritual
consequences of what Darwin
was proposing. He found it hard
to go ‘the whole orang’ he
confided to Huxley.
But he himself was unflinching
in his belief in natural selection,
that sex and mechanisms of
reproduction lay at the heart of
the issue and that God had
nothing to do with it. Given the
generally devout and prudish
society within which Darwin had
operated so effectively and won
so many to his revolutionary point
of view, Browne’s book flags up
just what such an achievement
that was. At his death, Darwin
influential supporters were able to
ensure a burial in Westminster
Abbey, England’s most important
church, alongside some of
Britain’s other great scientists.
But as Browne’s book
emphasizes these achievements
were the result of Darwin’s
powerful interactions with place.
She notes from the Times
obituary: no one has ‘wielded a
power over men and their
intelligences more complete than
that which for the last twenty-
three years has emanated from a
simple country house in Kent.’
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With the rapid development of
digital techniques across the
spectrum of photography, the
world of photomicrographs has
moved as fast as any other area.
So the latest 20 winners of the
2002 Nikon International Small
World Competition show
innovations second to none.
The winners include several
from biologists including the one
shown below, taken by biologist
Paul Andrews of the University of
Dundee. The image is of a HeLa
cell caught during telophase, with
chromosomes shown in white,
microtubules in purple and human
Aurora-B fused to GFP in green.
The cell is from a stable cell line
which is being used to probe, in
live and fixed cells, the spatio-
temporal localisation of this
important protein kinase from
prophase through to cytokinesis.
Aurora B has been dubbed a
chromosomal passenger protein
as it resides on the inner
centromere until the metaphase
to anaphase transition, after
which it transfers to microtubules
in the spindle midzone, ultimately
residing in the midbody during
cytokinesis.
The image is a maximum-
intensity projection of a
deconvoluted 3D data set that
was acquired using a specialised
wide-field fluorescence
restoration microscope
(DeltaVision: Applied Precision
Inc., Seattle, WA, USA).
The competition, in its 28th
year, featured entries from
professional and amateur
photographers from a number of
countries including the
Netherlands, Mexico and
Australia. The competition is open
to all disciplines from materials
science to cell biology and the 20
prize-winning images will be
exhibited at a number of
museums and science centres
throughout the US.
Set piece: The prize winning picture by Paul Andrews, of the University of Dundee,
shows a cancer cell in the process of dividing. 
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